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Tea and Camellia: Changing Perspectives
from 1700 to 2000
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Abstract: Since Zhou dynasty, tea, the native and specific resources in China, had been
discovered and utilized for many purposes by Chinese. And the southwest China is famous for
its beautiful and various types of camellia. The Western plant hunters such as Robert Fortune
came to China and found tea trees, which were consequently introduced to Europe.
Admittedly, in the eighteenth century, Western botany outshined Chinese study on plants; yet
at that time, black tea and green tea were misunderstood as two different species Thea bohea
and Thea viridis respectively. Furthermore, Western botanists discovered the specific camellia
in Yunnan mountains and gave it a binomial scientific name, Camellia reticulate, which,
according to Carl Linnaeus, should be categorized under the genus Camellia—not the same as
Thea for tea. However, these mistakes are corrected in modern botanical classification. Now it
proves that tea and camellia are different species but under the same genus Camellia of the
family Theaceae—which is actually closer to traditional Chinese common sense and botanical
knowledge. In a nutshell, the changing perspectives and notions about tea and camellia reveal
that Western science has its own restrains and that Chinese botanical knowledge is
commendable in certain aspects.

Keywords: tea, camellia, classification, Chinese botanic history, Camellia reticulata
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